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    Alex skipped down the corridor in the style known system-wide as the Academy Shuffle, one foot probing ahead like a blind man’s cane, the other dragging behind, wearing a groove in steel flooring. Rushed as he was, Alex still took pride in looking like a spaceman should. His cadet uniform was smartly turned out, his cap perched at the jauntiest of angles.


    Pursuing his headlong course, Alex swung quickly into the corridor leading to the station’s hub. Just as quickly he applied the brakes, but under semi-weightless conditions, momentum had the better of him. Heart sinking in despair, he chose between the two targets that seemed to fill the narrow tube. Of the two he chose the full bird colonel. It would have been a shame to land in the admiral’s lap.


    The ensuing collision was muffled only by Colonel Kai’s gasps for breath. The admiral was under no such restraint.


    “Cadet, put yourself on report! What the blazing sun did you think you were doing—and in officer’s country too. What’s your name, mister?”


    “Cadet Harrison, sir.”


    “You just may not make third year, mister. What’s your excuse for this outrageous behavior?”


    Alex was pulling himself ruefully together while Colonel Kai continued to gasp for breath sitting undignifiedly on the floor. In one corner of his mind he searched for an answer, any answer, if only it would appease this unknown member of the top brass. Colonel Kai, he knew, was a pretty good sport. “I was called urgently to the bridge, sir. The director summoned me.”


    “The director,” the admiral fumed. “And just what can you do for Director Henshaw?”


    Colonel Kai had gained his feet and was sucking in long, strangled breaths. He was evidently trying to catch the admiral’s eye, though his own were streaming and watery. Finally he managed to gasp, “Harrison, sir. This is Cadet Harrison.”


    The admiral paused in mid-imprecation and gave Alex a piercing glare. What he saw must have given him indigestion, because he put his hand to his stomach and frowned even more deeply. Under his gaze, Alex was beginning to wilt visibly, but he decided to try again.


    “Admiral, and Colonel Kai, please accept my apologies. The lieutenant instructed me to hurry here as fast as possible. I’m in my first year at the Canaveral Space Academy and I’ve only been stationside for three weeks. At first I was worried that I’d never be able to navigate for myself up here, now I’m afraid I can’t stop.” This last was delivered with a sly glance at the colonel, to see how he was taking it. In fact, if it weren’t for the admiral’s severity, Alex would scarcely have been able to suppress a grin. Damn the man anyway, who was he?


    “Well, Mr. Harrison,” the admiral said, “I hope the drill sergeant will be able to help you pursue that vital portion of your lessons. In the meantime, I believe the director does require your presence on the bridge. Perhaps you’ll be good enough not to keep him waiting. Step to it, mister!”


    The admiral led the way, with the portly Kai puffing behind him. Alex followed somewhat sheepishly, but with every step toward the bridge lock, his spirits began to pick up. He’d never been to the Ondine’s bridge before, and the prospect excited him. Most cadets didn’t have a chance before their second year, and he was still fresh from Earth-side training camp. This was a real opportunity and he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth—even if all this was finally going to mean a pretty heavy dressing down. Alex was born to be a spaceman, and nothing, he felt, could stop him long. That he’d never been Up before didn’t matter. He’d been training since he was a kid—first at home, in his father’s observatory/laboratory, later in the Boy Scouts, during long hours taking advanced space-tech courses after school, and then, finally, during the last nine months at the Academy. Alex knew space like few of his fellow cadets, and he was determined to make a life for himself there.


    The safety lock cycled slowly; inside, the admiral shuffled impatiently and Alex stood rigidly at attention. Colonel Kai, quite recovered, seemed to have something on his mind and looked almost troubled. When the white “safe” light began to blink, the admiral cracked the port and grabbed Alex by the arm, drawing him forward onto the bridge.


    Involuntarily, Alex uttered an almost tremulous gasp. Even the two officers paused briefly to take in the view over their heads. The three stood surrounded by a semicircle of blinking, complex machinery tended by silent and serious techs in gray overalls. Leaping high above the arc of machines was a greater arc—the vault of the transparent dome glowing with the soft, indescribable blues and greens of Earth hanging overhead.


    “Alex?”


    The wonder in Alex’s face changed to bewilderment. Subduing a sob, he took a step across the control room. In front of him, a man detached himself from a small group and rushed forward.


    “Dad!”


    Alex’s famous father was standing there, back from Pluto.


    


    “Well, that’s the story, Alex,” Dr. Harrison was concluding. “When System Patrol and, of course, the Academy (since they were sponsoring our project) hadn’t heard from Pluto Base in over a month, they sent a drone after us. Nobody on Earth even knew we were missing, although you kids in the Academy must have had a good hunch something was up. When the drone reported no life in evidence, Admiral Haigg here was appointed liaison commander. I understand the order for battle readiness was only days away.”


    “Get on with it, man!” the admiral demanded. “Get to the point.”


    “Alex, I’ve been able to convince the good admiral that such an order would be foolish, even dangerous. You see, Pluto Base simply does not exist at all.”


    At his father’s words, Alex’s heart gave a little leap. Here was adventure! But he quickly squelched the thought with shame; what of the men and women of Pluto Base who were missing? The people with whom his father had worked so hard and so long—where were they?


    “But what could have happened to it?”


    “I wish I knew. When the colony vanished—as near as we can tell, on April 12, 2003—I was taking readings at the observatory on the dark side of the planet. Since the planet occluded line of sight from the base and Earth, I was unable to receive any of the radio demands for information. I had no way of knowing that anything unusual had happened back at base. When I returned sunside after my tour, the base was—well, as though it had never been. Nothing was left to indicate where they’d all gone. Simply nothing. Since then, I’ve been in hypnosleep, riding the observatory’s utility boat sunward. The patrol intercepted me as I entered Earth orbit.”


    “Well, thank God you’re safe, Dad! But what could’ve happened to them? Joan and Dr. Thoet, Professor Carberry—all of them?”


    “We’ve only one clue, son—that’s what I’ve been conferring with Admiral Haigg about. The only thing I found at the base, our only lead, is a message I found cut deep into Pluto’s crust. That’s why I had them call off the task force. This is something too big and with far too many ramifications for the military to handle. If I’m right, we’re dealing with something that is hardly new, something that has happened time and time again in human history. And it’s only now that we have a shot at investigating it scientifically. What I found was a single sentence written over four hundred years ago in the lost colony of Roanoke. It’s Raleigh’s Lost Colony of Virginia all over again. Now, as then, our only clue is the message: ‘Have gone to Croatan.’”


    “And that,” interrupted Admiral Haigg, “is what I don’t understand. What does sixteenth-century Virginia have to do with Pluto Base? And I’d like to know by God just how you came to be the only survivor.”


    “That, Alex,” the doctor sighed, “is our problem. Military minds being what they ought not to be, I seem to make an admirable suspect.”


    “A suspect!”


    “Just so. As far as anyone knows, I may have hidden the colony in my back pocket—or so the military supposes. As sole survivor, I am to be allowed, mind you, the pleasure of heading up an exploratory mission to determine just what has happened to the missing colonists. Unfortunately, I’m not going to be allowed freedom of movement. I can go, but only under house arrest.”


    With a nervous shrug of his shoulders, Colonel Kai broke his silence. “‘Arrest’ isn’t quite the term we envisioned, Doctor. ‘Military observation’ would be more accurate—and politic.”


    “Politic or not, when a man isn’t allowed to be alone, or talk to his son alone, I call it arrest. When this mission is declassified, we’ll see what the press calls it. Alex, I’ve called you into this because you’re my son and I know I can count on you. Because I’m under arrest, and because this mission is, as the good admiral would say, classified hush-hush, I can’t bring along a regular assistant. I have to choose from among military ranks, and I choose you. If this turns out wrong, it may cost you your commission, but I hope you’ll come with me, boy.”


    Alex had begun to grin. This was the chance of a lifetime falling into his lap. He’d get out to the farthest ends of the solar system years before his chums. And with a mystery to solve. It was just too much. But he knew the job ahead would be no pleasure trip. There was a mystery to solve, and his father’s reputation to vindicate. What son wouldn’t jump at the chance?


    Before he could give a response, however, a new voice sounded behind the group. Cool and yet pleasantly sweet, the voice repeated its question: “Hello, is Dr. Harrison on the bridge? I’m supposed to report to him.”


    Turning, Alex took stock of the newcomer. Blonde and tall, the body attached to the voice was all girl, and nearly every inch of that girl filled a policeman’s uniform nicely. There were very few cops in space, and an active cadet soon got to know them all. She was a stranger, of that Alex was sure, and he intended to correct that condition as soon as possible.


    “Yes, officer?” His father spoke with the precision of a public man used to going on record. “I’m Dr. Harrison.”


    The woman took in the small group with a quickly appraising glance and slipped almost visibly into regulation persona. “I am Space Patrol Officer Dana Drew. I’m ordered to report to you as a personal aide for the duration of the Pluto expedition. In all matters not pertaining to the governance of the expedition, you are to consider yourself under arrest and in my charge. By order of the Space Patrol, Reg. Ord. 952621.”


    The doctor paused to give Colonel Kai a rueful look and said, “Understood and accepted, under protest. And now, let’s get on with it. Introductions, I think, are in order?”


    Introductions were concluded all around, and planning began to get underway. With a smile in his voice, Alex asked Dana if she’d had a chance to stop by the commissary for breakfast. He was beginning to think that his father’s arrest might not be such a hardship after all. His pleasant dreams were shattered, though, by Dana’s response.


    “That’s Patrol Leader Drew, Cadet, and I’m on duty. As I expect you are. Why don’t you look out for yourself and, I might add, your father, and leave me to my job? I’m sure we’ll have altogether too much opportunity to exchange views over the course of the next few months.”


    Abashed, Alex headed for the commissary alone. Behind him, over a sea of military epaulets, his father looked directly into Dana’s eye. With a tired sigh, he turned back to his work.
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    The long, confining months aboard the Space Survey ship Liza Hatcher were difficult for the exploratory party. Alex and Dana fought so often that Dr. Harrison took to calling them Tom and Jerry. But as time wore on, an uneasy truce developed between the two—truce born of mutual respect for Alex’s capable father, and mutual disregard for the brusque and domineering Admiral Haigg.


    Twenty-six dreary days before they were due to land on Pluto, Alex was playing four-dimensional chess with Dana and losing badly. Conversational gambits had long since exhausted themselves, and the two silently fought the game tooth and nail for every pawn, rook, or spacer they could force off the board. Losing, especially to Dana, always made Alex querulous. With ill grace, he advanced his knight to the fourth level, a forced move, where it was immediately captured by Dana’s president. Ignoring his jeopardized vice-president, he burst out, “So what are you doing here, anyhow? Just what are you getting out of this?”


    Dana replied smoothly, “It’s just a job, Alex. A job I intend to do well. Your play.”


    “I know it’s your job, Officer.” Alex was dangerously near to sneering. “But what kind of a person chooses to be a policeman? That’s what I’m interested in. What makes you become a government flunky?”


    “And you’re not, Cadet?” Dana’s disdain was palpable.


    Alex bristled. “I’m a spaceman, Officer Drew. I belong out here, and you just don’t. If you were trained for this, that’d be something else—but you and the rest of these spacelubbers, what do you know about what’s happened out there? Nothing! When something goes wrong, when the unexpected happens, we don’t accuse people. That’s Earth-side thinking. Out here, we know a frontier doesn’t abide by Earth laws.”


    A dangerous light gleamed in Dana’s eyes, but her mouth had softened slightly. Although she was angry, her voice was under careful control. Her words were firm but understanding. “Listen, Alex, I know you and your father have been under a great strain through all this. But this is my job. I don’t have to like it, but I’ve sworn to do it. Space isn’t your personal preserve, no matter what the Cadet Corps chooses to believe. A frontier isn’t romantic, my friend. It’s dirty and uncivilized and it happens to be my job to police it. Even—”


    A keening whine interrupted her words. In the instant it took Alex to blink, the cabin was shattered, the bulkhead had suddenly sprung more holes than a sieve. Suddenly they were both pitched into the air, tumbling in an eddy of terrific and conflicting forces.


    Dana reached for some sort of handhold, but the tumbling maelstrom offered no sanctuary. Flashing by, she caught sight of Alex being thrown against the curving bulkhead. For a moment he seemed to cling there, somehow stationary in the chaos. And then, with a look of terror and a squeal that was barely audible above the scream of rending metal and whistling wind, he was torn away from the wall, leaving a bloody patch of skin and torn cloth behind.


    Dana had time only to wince before the force of decompression began propelling her toward another rent in the Hatcher’s hull. She grabbed a seat cushion that was flying past and forced it ahead of her, kneading it against a section of the ship’s wall. With almost explosive force, the thick fabric was extruded into the thick bulkhead… and held. The wailing stopped almost immediately, but the ship was still obviously laboring badly.


    “Atmosphere down,” Alex managed to gasp. “I think we’re still leaking—have to plug the hull.” He was plunging across the cabin toward the remains of the chess set, when some flying debris grazed his wounded right shoulder. With a shout of pain, Alex curled into a protective ball and hung motionless over the scene, unable to move in weightless space, suspended six feet from his goal.


    With a flash of comprehension, Dana saw what Alex had been up to. If the magnetic chess pieces could be released into the air, they would be drawn to the remaining microscopic fissures in the walls—to be held there by their magnetic bases. If only she could release the cushion patch and put Alex’s idea to work. The oxygen, she thought, won’t last long!


    Straining her long, lithe body to its fullest extent, she stretched her legs behind her and tried to kick over the enclosed chess set and release the pieces. There was very little oxygen now, and her mind was beginning to wander. She thought briefly of Alex—it was a shame he was going to die too. Just as she blacked out, she felt a spasm of pain in her left foot—and then felt nothing.


    


    Consciousness returned in a series of sickening waves. Whenever it seemed that she was close to knowing who she was and what had happened, a galaxy of nausea would strike her down into the peaceful dark of space again.


    Gradually she became aware of a soothing warmth poised just over her eyes. A quiet and concerned voice was calling her name. She could feel the impression someone made, sitting at the edge of her bed.


    Bed?


    It was gradually coming back to her, but at the first thought of Alex’s motionless body coiled in space, she shrank back into unconsciousness. She was vaguely aware that the warm spot on her forehead came and went several times during the passing hours, and when it did, the bed always sloped under someone’s weight.


    The next morning, after a long and sound sleep, she woke from her dreams and tried to roll out of bed.


    “Whoa there, my girl.” The voice was bright and cheerful, and after a puzzled moment, Dana was able to attach it to Dr. Harrison. He put a restraining hand on her forehead and she felt a familiar warmth. She felt glad, yet oddly disappointed.


    “You’ll just have to take it easy awhile, Dana,” the doctor was explaining. “You suffered from severe decompression, complicated by a good old-fashioned case of the bends when we repressurized your compartment. If you don’t follow my instructions for once, you could have some very tricky lung complications.”


    Dana returned the doctor a wan smile and asked, “What happened? Is Alex all right?”


    “Perfectly, my dear.” He seemed pleased by the question. “My boy’s as strong as an ox. In any case, he was unconscious through the whole ordeal, and accordingly he didn’t need nearly as much oxygen as you did. You’re the one who saved the day, and I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you were awarded a medal. Using those chess pieces was really quick thinking.”


    “But I didn’t—” Dana began to protest before she was cut short by a more boyish version of Harrison’s calm voice.


    “So you’re up and about, eh? Seems we took a bit of a meteor shower together, so I knew you wouldn’t mind me barging in on you in your bedclothes and all.”


    “Alex! So you are all right.”


    “Fit as a fiddle, thanks to you.” In a quick aside, “Don’t say too much about our little adventure together until we’ve had a talk, will you? I’ve got a few ideas I’d like to try out on you.”


    Dana’s head was beginning to swim again. Seeing her face go pale, the doctor urged her to get more sleep and ushered everyone out of the cabin. As she was drifting off, she thought: So, I’ve become Alex’s ally. Well, worse things could happen.


    Then she nodded off to sleep.


    


    Spaceships are not noted for their banqueting facilities. Accordingly, the quarters afforded the ship’s company for ceremonial purposes were cramped indeed. They doubled as the ship’s dining facility and hydroponics garden, with neat plastic covers affixed over the trays of verdant vegetation. Dana was the reluctant guest of honor. “But Alex,” she whispered, “you’re every bit as deserving of the Space Medal as I am. More so. It was your idea to use those chess pieces, not mine. I’m going to tell them so!”


    Dana was worried. Alex’s behavior since the accident seemed inexplicable. He had offered his father and Admiral Haigg’s inquiry board a completely fictitious account of the meteor shower. According to his version, he’d immediately been struck on the head by some flying debris and knocked unconscious. Result: she was being honored as a hero, and he was being passed by. Very nice for her, no doubt, but what was he up to?


    “Alex, before this goes on, I have to know. Why do you want me to keep the truth to myself? I can’t believe modesty lies behind all this.”


    Alex had to chuckle. With a coolly deliberating eye he examined the crew and officers nearest them. Apparently satisfied that their conversation was private, he bent his head and said in a low voice: “You’re so right. It’s not modesty that compels me, but caution.”


    At this, Dana began to laugh, but a look at Alex’s pale, sober face stilled her almost instantly. “After you blacked out, I was pretty much in shock, I guess,” he continued. “I couldn’t move and my shoulder was killing me, but I was conscious all the time.”


    He pitched his words as though they had special import. Dana looked at him inquiringly. “The first to make it into the cabin after they unshipped the automatic airlock was the admiral. He was looking for something.” Alex’s voice had grown decidedly grim.


    “Well, hurry up with it, Alex, What are you driving at?”


    “Dana, I watched Haigg search the room for fragments of a bomb.”


    “A bomb!” Dana’s outburst drew inquiring glances from the crew and officers filling the room. In a lower voice, she asked, “What do you mean, a bomb?”


    “I went back and examined the cabin very carefully. I found these.” Alex pulled a small gray envelope from his uniform pocket and sprinkled out several tiny balls, flattened and torn by impact, into Dana’s cupped hand. “These are our meteor shower, Dana. It’s only by the merest chance we weren’t killed. We weren’t hit by meteors; a bomb exploded inside the cabin, releasing frag-shot, and it was certainly meant for us.”


    “A bomb,” Dana repeated softly. “That’s why you don’t want anyone to know you were conscious when the admiral came into the cabin. You don’t want him to know you saw him.”


    “Exactly. That’s why you have to accept this medal. I want everyone to think I was sound asleep through the whole thing, compliments of a bump on the noggin. And now you’d better hurry up. Wouldn’t do to be late to your own award drill.”


    Dana stepped across the room in a daze and mounted a small platform erected for the occasion. She was flanked by the top brass the ship had to offer. Dr. Harrison and Colonel Kai on her right—ship’s captain and the admiral on her left. As the ceremony commenced, she found it impossible to concentrate on the traditional litany: “For valorous service, above and beyond…” The words had no meaning for her. All her thoughts were on the admiral and the bomb, and Pluto only four days away.
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    “There it is.” Dr. Harrison’s voice came in scratchily on the little group’s spacesuit com gear. All around, night clung like roofing tar to jutting rocks, flowed into cracks and fissures, filled small craters. Overhead, the unwinking cold light of stars shone, setting off a tiny, wan sun scarcely recognizable as the burning globe that warmed life on Earth.


    At their feet, the beveled edges of the incision gleamed sharply in the pale light, accentuating the enigmatic phrase that had led them millions of miles across space: “Have gone to Croatan.” The words were curiously prosaic, yet they held a mystery as inscrutable and immense as any in the universe.


    “Here on Pluto’s surface,” the doctor continued, “on this very spot where Pluto Base stood, we find the same inscription that puzzled the early settlers of Virginia. To refresh your memories: Walter Raleigh, courtier, intimate of Queen Elizabeth I, buccaneer, and man of letters founded the British colony of Roanoke in 1584. It’s his function as an explorer that we’re concerned with here, his pioneering tenacity, because Raleigh simply wouldn’t give up. It’s his spirit of discovery that ultimately led mankind off-planet to explore the farthest reaches of the system, led us here to Pluto and to a mystery reaching full circle into Earth’s past. The Roanoke colony suffered the privations and dangers familiar to all men who reach out to the unknown. The first band of settlers was found by Sir Francis Drake, starving and ill. He returned them to London in 1585 and another detachment of sailors was set out. In 1587, Raleigh’s deputy John White again visited the colony. He discovered it abandoned and the fifteen sailors missing.”


    “And the Croatan message carved into a tree?” Dana interjected.


    “No Dana, there was one more colonization attempt,” said the doctor. “The last attempt was huge by sixteenth-century standards. One hundred seventeen men and women were selected. John White’s own daughter volunteered for a place in the colony. Her daughter, Virginia Dare, was the first European child to be born in the New World. It was inconceivable that a colony of this size could vanish without a trace. But in 1591, when John White returned to Virginia to resupply the settlers, not a sign of them could be found. Only this sentence…”


    “Well and good, Doctor, but where should we go on from here?” The admiral had been fidgeting (as well as a man in a spacesuit could fidget) through the doctor’s lecture. “If this sentence is a clue, I don’t see much use in it,” he sneered. “I’ve got a good mind to call the fleet in on this right away. Can’t let our boys down.”


    Dana broke in furiously. “Admiral, give Dr. Harrison a chance. I’m sure he’s got a plan in mind. Let’s hear him out.”


    “Officer Drew! Harrison is here as a technical consultant. And under arrest, let me remind you. I am in command and will make the necessary decisions. I suggest you return to the ship and begin carrying out your duties, Officer.”


    “Very well, sir,” Dana replied coldly. “I’ll begin filing my report—with corroborative videotapes of the Croatan message. I’m sure System Patrol will drop charges against Dr. Harrison now that his story has been confirmed.”


    Silence descended on the little group, while the admiral almost visibly steamed at this impertinence. His spacesuit was rigid, ramrod-stiff against the starlit sky. When he spoke, his voice broke the static-filled silence like a whip. “Officer Drew, you will do no such thing! I’m ordering you to resume your duties aboard ship, but no reports will be filed at this time. I’m going to give the doctor ample time to prove his case. Twenty-two hours, Harrison. You’re dismissed, Miss Drew.”


    Until this moment the colonel had held his silence, but he broke in mildly now, in an effort to smooth over the angry scene. “Doctor, just what course should we pursue?”


    In the distance, Dana’s suited form disappeared into a small impact crater. The doctor, who had kept himself aloof during the admiral’s tirade, resumed planning the investigation. His tones were measured, but to Alex’s practiced ears he sounded tired and worried.


    “I think our first step should be to carefully examine the site of the missing colony. Perhaps some mineral or radioactive trace has been left behind to give us a clue. Failing that, I suggest we narrow down the possibilities—for instance, the colonists and the domes were not carried away by rocket. There’s no blast burn in evidence. I think we can get quite far on such deductive reasoning alone. Eh? Yes, Alex?”


    “Sir, I request permission to follow Officer Drew. She shouldn’t be wandering alone out here.”


    “You’re quite right. Okay, Alex, we’ll see you back at the ship.”


    Alex turned away and made his way despondently over the rocks. He was more worried about his father than ever. Haigg seemed out to get him. Silently he vowed, “Dad, I’ll get you out of this. Just wait and see.”


    Alex scrambled breathlessly over a small ridge. “Dana, wait up!”


    “Is that you, Alex? Oh, damn these radios. What do you want?”


    “Hold on a moment. Gotta catch my breath. Whew! Why’d you take the long way around?”


    “I had to get away from everybody for a few minutes. Haigg makes me so mad.” Dana sounded angry. It was the most familiar she’d been with Alex, and he decided to make the most of it.


    “He’s got it in for my father, that’s for sure. I’ve just got to prove that Dad had nothing whatever to do with the disappearance, and find out what Haigg’s connection is. Why did he bomb us? What did he hope to gain? I think you can help me find out and get the necessary evidence together. You believe in my father, don’t you? You must, after what you said back there.”


    “I think I believe in him, Alex. I really do. It’s just that you say your father is innocent and it’s the admiral who’s up to something; on the other hand, the admiral seems to mistrust your father, so who should I believe? Who am I supposed to believe? After all, I am supposed to be guarding your father.”


    Alex thought it best to press on quickly. “Look, Dana, I’ve got to talk to you privately, and anybody could be listening in on these things. Switch off, will you, and we’ll touch helmets.” On the horizon, the Hatcher stood against the sky, a perfect beacon and a potential eavesdropper.


    They stood together on the airless world, arms around each other’s waists, helmets intimately touching. Despite the spacesuits, Alex thrilled to Dana’s touch. He fell back against a large boulder, drawing the girl after him. Together for a long moment, they leaned there gazing out over the desolate landscape, and then, in a voice husky with emotion, Alex said, “Will you do your best to help me clear my father?”


    “Oh, Alex, you’re asking too much.” Dana sighed. “But I’ll do what I can. To begin with, I guess I can keep pretty close tabs on the admiral. I’m not going to neglect my duty, though.”


    “What do you think the next step is?”


    “I don’t know. But we’ll never get anywhere, mooning around out here.”


    “That’s just what I think we should be doing,” Alex replied. “Mooning around. One approach to this mystery is through the admiral, but the other is somewhere out here, if only we could stumble onto it. You know, I suspect there’s a lot more involved here than just my father’s reputation, or even the whole Pluto operation. We’re close to something momentous, if we only knew how to put the pieces together.”


    Suddenly, across the broken plain, the eternal night was illuminated with blinding suddenness. The lack of an atmosphere made the explosion silent, but its tremendous, jarring energy was transmitted through the rock. Together the two spacesuited figures lurched to their feet.


    “Oh my God,” Alex cried. “That was the ship!” The two started scrambling across the rocks toward an incandescent cloud that ballooned outward from where the ship had stood. Alex was sweating inside his suit, praying that the exploratory party had been detained at the site. Please, God, he prayed silently, let them be safe.


    Tugging and propelling each other along, they raced toward the spacecraft. Alex took the lead, and Dana, clutching his elbow, hurried behind. Together they breasted the crater wall that stood in their way—and abruptly, Alex disappeared from view.
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    “Oooof!”


    “Alex? Damn it, Alex, where are you?”


    A moment ago, Dana had held his hand, but where Alex should be, there was nothing. Missing or not, however, Alex was clearly agitated. Impossibly, sounds were issuing out of the void, words that would make a less experienced police officer blush—and not prettily. Whatever had happened to Alex, it hadn’t affected his vocal cords.


    Gingerly, Dana took a step forward. And then another. “Alex!” she screeched, and suddenly she fell, hurtling through space. If her numbed senses could be believed, she was falling up!


    With a painful crash she landed, a pile of arms, legs, and space gear. After a long moment, she began to take stock. Legs first. They seemed all right, but dazedly she took count again. There seemed to be two too many of them. She began patting the floor, then froze.


    A floor? Legs? Alex!


    “Alex, do you hear me? Wake up!” she demanded. Her voice echoed hollowly through the room. Shouldn’t do that, Dana thought. She reached out a hand to rub her ear and for a second time, for a long eternity, froze. Her faceplate was broken. Her helmet was useless.


    Ordering herself to remain calm, Dana began to examine Alex for injuries. Hampered by the dark and the space suit, she found it a long, tiring, uninformative job. Just as she was about to succumb to tears of despair, Alex’s recumbent form began to stir. With a mental shrug, Dana released the catch on his helmet and pulled it off.


    In an infinitely weary voice, Alex said, “The first step’s a doozy.”


    He was sitting up, somewhat weakly but with returning vigor. Propping him up was a large machine that Dana had just decided was a metal working lathe.


    “It looks for all the world like a tool shop,” she observed. “That thing over there is obviously a bandsaw. And there’s a sort of toolchest in the corner, filled with whatnots. I can’t find out what powers any of these things, though. No motors,” she explained simply.


    “Well, if you can’t tell me where we are, I can tell you where we aren’t,” Alex replied. “We aren’t on Pluto.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Weigh too much,” Alex responded with a sickly grin. “I weigh too much. And so, I might add, do you. I’m still not sure everything’s intact.”


    Cruelly, she chose to ignore his plaints. “Well, we’re in a tool shop, and we got here falling up from Pluto, and I, for one, intend to go back.”


    “Can’t.” By way of explanation, Alex mutely pointed to Dana’s shattered helmet and poked a finger through his own tattered space gear. “Lucky my searchlight works, though. Besides, I’d like to know what you’re thinking of going back to. The ship’s destroyed.” With an effort, he controlled his voice. “No future back there. Besides, as near as I can remember I came in through the floor—and it seems quite solid now.”


    Carefully, Dana suggested, “You know they might not have returned to the ship yet.”


    “So? They’ll last on the unshipped supplies for a few weeks and then starve before they can be rescued. There’s no utility ship available this time.”


    “Alex, if the ship was bombed, in all probability the admiral was responsible, and he’d make damn sure not to get back before the explosion. So the group of them are probably safe and well. And you can bet your bottom dollar the admiral had all contingencies planned for. For the moment, though I don’t want to be hard, I suggest we think about ourselves.”


    After a pause, Alex looked her plainly in the eye. “You’re right, of course,” he said. He took a deep breath, raised his head, and examined their surroundings.


    They were in what appeared to be a large, even immense, sealed room. All around them, dusty machinery and loose tools filled corners and covered shelving, just as they’d been left. By whom? The air seemed adequate, if slightly musty. Still, she wasn’t about to complain. Thank God it was air that surrounded them, and not the vacuum of space.


    “Well, to every room there must be a corresponding door,” Dana suggested.


    Alex was less confident. “Maybe,” he replied, “but the door we came in by seems to be shut, and what reason do we have to think there’s another one? No, what we need to do is find some sort of a cutting tool. Then we could dig our way out.”


    “Well, if you think you can find one in this mess, much less figure out how to use it, you’re a genius. I’ve got an idea, though…” With a smile just hiding behind her lips, Dana produced her ace in the hole. “Why don’t we follow those footprints?” Triumphantly she gestured to the far end of the room, where the dust and airborne sediment of eons had settled into a thick blanket. Four abreast, leading off into the dark, a column of tracks had scuffed and stirred the grime.


    “The colonists!” Alex shouted, and leapt to his feet. “Why didn’t you point those out before?” he demanded.


    “Just noticed,” Dana taunted back.


    Smiling broadly, Alex grabbed her by the waist and planted an enthusiastic kiss on her astonished face. “Officer Drew,” he intoned, “you are to be commended on finding the first clue to this difficult case.”


    “Thank you, sir,” Dana snapped back smartly.


    “Enough of this shillyshallying, Officer Drew. You know your duty. Do it!”


    With a quick sigh of contentment, Dana broke her official pose, grabbed Alex by the hair, and kissed him soundly on the mouth. Then they both walked off to see where the mysterious tracks led.


    They were soon disappointed.


    “Well, that’s it, then. The tracks seem to end right here. Right in front of a blank wall,” Alex groaned. “In through the floor and out through the wall.”


    “Except that this wall isn’t going to let us out,” Dana observed. “Might as well try ‘Open, sesame for all the good it will do us.”


    “I don’t think they all went out that way, though. See back there where the tracks split off? Let’s follow the loner. He may be here yet.”


    “He or it,” Dana replied apprehensively.


    “No, these prints look human enough to me. I’m sure we’re on the track of the missing scientists. And if one of them’s still here, we may be able to find out what happened.”


    The old machinery creaked and rustled in the dark around them. The single set of tracks led on endlessly into the gloom. The footsteps wandered erratically, and Alex thought to himself that whoever had made them had probably been injured or suffered a concussion. He decided against mentioning that speculation to Dana. The thought that their only hope in this place might be disordered mentally, or even dead, would only worry her unnecessarily. Time would tell.


    Suddenly, Dana gasped, “I think I see a light!”


    In the distance, the blackness did seem somewhat paler. Very soon it was discernibly gray. The footsteps lead up to an opening high in the wall—and stopped. Alex began to wonder what lay on the other side of the wall.
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    There seemed to be no end in sight to the beating his body was taking, Alex thought sourly. He lay in another strange room. Dana lay stretched out next to him, her head in his lap, fast asleep.


    His first mistake, he thought, was in trying to get out of the machine shop. It had been a much nicer place than this. His second mistake was in not insisting that they go back in when it turned out that the light outside was provided by two distinctly unfamiliar suns. Then it had been Dana’s turn to make the mistakes.


    No sooner had she seen one of the ridiculous robot things that evidently ruled this planet than she’d walked up to it and said, in effect, “Take me to your leader.” Alex liked the girl, but cops sure have a thing about authority, he reflected.


    The ensuing riot had been complicated by the fact that fists just didn’t seem to make much headway against those metallic monsters. Alex rubbed his knuckles gingerly and thought with wry satisfaction that at least he’d knocked one airborne antigrav robot out of the sky. Where it was now he didn’t know, but the last time he’d seen it, it hadn’t looked as though it would be bobbing around again for quite a while.


    Despite the fight they had put up, Dana and Alex had been overpowered by sheer numbers of whirring, clanking mechanical cowboys. Once subdued, they had been quickly whisked away to their present, evidently jury-rigged cell.


    He hoped his captors knew about such things as bread and water. He wasn’t sure he’d adjust well to a diet of storage cells and machine-grade oil. Just then, a sound at the other side of the locked door drew his attention. In a flash he was on his feet, and Dana’s head slipped painfully to the ground.


    “Ouch!”


    “Dana,” he whispered, “I think we’re about to have visitors.”


    The door swung open abruptly and a pleasant voice said, “That you are, my boy, that you are.” A tall, shambling man in a stained white lab coat and filthy beard advanced into the room. Over his shoulder he barked to a robot waiting outside the door, “Inform Central Comp that I want quarters fixed up for these two, pronto. And a supply of carbon-based protein. Hurry now.”


    Turning back to the astonished Alex and Dana, he grinned. “Hard to find good robots these days, eh what?”


    “Professor Carberry!” Alex exclaimed.


    “Alex, will you introduce me to the young lady?”


    Rather weakly, Alex explained, “This is Dana Drew, Professor. Officer Dana Drew.” Flashing the girl a quick smile, he said, “This is Professor Josiah Carberry, lecturer in psychoceramics, late of Pluto Base.”


    “Right now I suggest we hurry on out of here before these less-than-amiable mechanical marvels change their metal minds. Coming, my dear?” the professor asked Dana.


    “Certainly, Professor.”


    Together the threesome hurried in silence through a procession of corridors, and out the front door of what was certainly the largest building Alex had ever been in. He was bursting with questions, but at every attempt to get some answers, the professor put him off with an absentminded, “Wait until we get there.” Even Alex was stilled, though, when they stepped outside the front portal to the building and encountered a vast metropolis, a city of a size and beauty that seemed nothing short of miraculous.


    White buildings of long and graceful design hugged the ground, set amid verdant swaths of parkland. Tall, fragile-looking towers soared into the slightly green sky. Long, brilliantly tinctured boulevards weaved between park and city, but all the traffic was in the air. Fabulously colored, dipping, diving, and floating robots were everywhere. They looked like so many butterflies intent on their erratic courses.


    Two things struck Alex and Dana almost immediately. Despite the lavish care and attention the whole scene displayed—not a blade of grass unclipped, not a smudge on the highway—it all looked somehow deserted, even with the proliferation of floating mechanoid monsters. Actually, Dana thought to herself, some of them were kind of cute. Indeed, on reflection, that was what most jarred them both. The robot inhabitants of this planet were nothing like the functional mechanos of home. Each seemed to carry about with it an individuality that was unnerving in a plastic and steel creature.


    They seemed almost human.


    In front of the building an air car was waiting. Its robot chauffeur, bobbing around outside in a manner that was strangely like a human chauffeur lounging in the sun, snapped to attention and clawed open the door.


    “Clever creatures,” the professor said. “They learn quickly. When I got here, I gave them the twenty or so most used words in the English language, beginning with: I, is, get, a, was, on, in, you, that, it, have, and so on. They caught on remarkably fast, and evidently deduced the rest of the language from my speech.”


    “But Professor,” Dana asked, “how did you get here?”


    Carberry went on as though he hadn’t heard. “Remarkable evolutionary development, too. The way I understand it, they trace their first ancestors back to a big thunderstorm and a stricken rock rolling down a hill. From there to a tree limb lying across a log: the first tool, you see. And so on, ad infinitum. Grandchildren to the pulley, in all likelihood. Ingenious!”


    Alex whispered to Dana in a worried undertone, “I think he’s had a bad shock, and perhaps a head injury. We’d better humor him.”


    “Well, here we are. Central Comp. We’ll fix up your status here with the machines in charge. Remarkable world, really remarkable.” The professor’s lecture tapered off into a low, constant muttering.


    The three were admitted to a central receiving chamber. Alex and Dana saw robots of all sizes, shapes, and means of locomotion come and go in bewildering array. The professor wasn’t bothered at all by the commotion; in fact, he scarcely seemed to notice it. While the youngsters watched every robot around them suspiciously, the professor treated them all as if they were his servants. And surprisingly, they seemed to respond.


    “That building where you were found,” Carberry said. “That’s their holy of holies. That’s why you were treated so shoddily at first. Same thing happened to me, but we’ve worked all that out now. They seemed to have deified the building. Think of it as their Creator. Consider me a high priest now. We’ll see if we can’t do the same for you.” He began keying what looked like a computer console. “Strange, though, it’s really only an old factory. Been unused in living memory, I’m told—and that’s an awfully long time around here.”


    Alex and Dana’s eyes met in excited mutual understanding. Factory! That was evidently where the robot culture had been made, its early prototypes assembled—but by whom? And how long had they been gone? The questions hung heavy in the air.


    And the foremost question in both their minds was: How does this tie in with the missing colony of Pluto and the cryptic sentence, “Have gone to Croatan”?


    Their reveries were cut short when suddenly the very air around them began to speak: “This is Central Comp,” it intoned. “State number and activity.”


    The professor began excitedly, “Central Comp, my two assistants have arrived. I want them quartered near me and issued an adequate supply of carbon-based protein.”


    To the professor’s astonishment and indignation, Alex broke in abruptly. “No! That’s not what we want. We are humans! Not priests, not slaves, not robots. Our friends have been abducted, and we want them back. We want information!”


    “What are ‘humans’? What are ‘friends’? Please explain.”


    Alex was blustering too hard to talk straight, and the professor was blowing angrily into his beard, so Dana stepped forward. She took a deep breath and began:


    “Humans are intelligent animals.” A long pause ensued and finally Dana ventured, “You know what animals are, don’t you?” The computer whirred almost inaudibly and signified, “No.” Her face fell abruptly.


    “My dear,” Professor Carberry interrupted mildly, “there are no animals on this planet, only vegetation. A curious evolutionary dead end, indeed.”


    Dana’s forehead puckered in concentration. How was she to explain “human” to a machine that didn’t have an idea what “animal” meant? That is, if machines could be said to have ideas at all. Faced with the Central Computer, she wisely decided to reserve judgment on the matter.


    “Has your kind traveled in space?” she asked hopefully. “Because if it has, you know that every world is different.” Again the computer replied in the negative.


    Alex took another tack. “Where we come from,” he ventured importantly, “computers don’t ask questions, they answer them.”


    Central Comp whirred loudly and encouraged Alex to continue.


    “In fact,” he announced, “computers and robots are built in order to serve humans.” At this bit of braggadocio, Dana winced but the computer purred louder than ever. “Where we come from, computers have to be built!” he announced triumphantly. “Humans created computers.”


    The psychology seemed all wrong to Dana, but Alex seemed to know what he was doing. And clearly he was getting some sort of reaction out of the machine. She only hoped it didn’t take offense easily.


    “Humans create computers?” the machine asked sepulchrally.


    “Correct,” Alex said with something like glee.


    The computer’s workings were positively loud by now, and with a start the little group realized that the robots scurrying to and fro in the chamber were suffering from an odd sort of hyperactivity. Hurry up and stop, hurry up and stop. For the first time since they’d arrived on the planet, the ‘bots seemed like the clumsy machines back home.


    The din was growing considerable, and with some dismay Dana realized that the robots had effectively hemmed the little group in. Even Professor Carberry was looking apprehensive. Alex was seemingly unperturbed.


    “You are creators?” the immense machine demanded.


    It was time, Dana felt, to handle the situation diplomatically. “In a sense we are, I suppose,” she said hesitantly. “We do manufacture computers and robots for tasks too difficult to do ourselves—in mining establishments, for instance, we use many robots. But,” she continued, “none of our machines could truly be said to be sentient. Not like you.”


    The Central Computer seemed to feel that this last was scarcely worth quibbling over, however. It repeated its question as a statement: “You are the creators!” Suddenly a hush fell over the entire assembly. “You will be taken to the First Model,” it intoned into the silence.


    Dana looked at Alex, and then both turned and looked at the professor with a questioning light in their eyes. Just what, both were asking, is going on here?


    Before the professor could hazard a guess, the roomful of robots erupted into frantic, whirring motion. Alex felt suddenly giddy and lightheaded. From their expressions, he could see that Dana and Carberry were suffering similarly.


    In a flash, Dana’s feet slid out from under her. She was poised in midair, suspended inside a ring of bobbing robots. “Tractor beam!” Alex called over his shoulder as his own feet left the floor. In a moment the professor’s underpinnings followed suit, but unlike Dana or Alex, he floated in the air serenely, an airborne monarch of all he surveyed.


    With a sudden swoop and a yelp from Dana, the entourage was off and winging back through the corridors of the building. Checking their motion only slightly at several intersections, the group made their exit of the building in record time. Once outside, the three rings of supporting robots gathered in formation and they were off, gaining altitude now, and sweeping over the city. From this height, Alex could see that the metropolis under him was one of many strung out on the shores of a shining yellow sea. Behind him, Dana gasped with pleasure at the bejeweled sight, and the professor could be heard muttering to himself absorbedly.


    It was hard to measure time during their flight. No untoward events marred their journey, and the countryside below continued to remind Alex of some verdant Grecian idyll. Evidently, with two suns riding the sky, day and night had no real meaning here. All was bright and cheery, and Alex reflected that is was the most relaxing trip he’d ever taken. After what may have been half a day or only an hour later, the small group changed course and began preparations for landing. Alex shouted over to Dana and the professor who were dozing at the time, and announced their imminent arrival—but arrival where?


    The procession descended swiftly into the largest urban center Alex had viewed thus far. Swooping over the outer buildings, he had a vague impression that this was a factory town of some sort. The construction was less graceful and more functional, the parks less frequent and smaller than in the first city they’d visited. Alex saw that they were landing in front of a building very much like the one in which they’d started their robot adventures. Once on the ground, the three were ushered into the dark interior.


    “Looks like another tool shop,” Dana commented. Indeed, the building’s interior was very similar to the other, but everything was on a much larger scale. And if anything, the dust and cobwebs lay in even thicker blankets over the array of machinery.


    “Tool shop, my dear?” the professor interposed. “This is a factory, a building for manufacturing robots.”


    Alex quickly understood the import of the professor’s observation. Whatever race had built this planet, leaving the robot culture behind to run it, must have sealed up the factories when they left. That was why the robot society seemed to have no idea about their beginnings. The planet may have been depopulated millennia before, and the robots had blindly whirred on about their mysterious business, remembering only that the “creators” had worked in this place. He rather hoped they weren’t to be interred here and charged with producing a new generation of mechanical marvels. And what, he wondered, was this “First Model” business?


    The three were ushered along what seemed like miles of dusty corridors. The robot guides shed a sort of pastel luminescence, easing their way. Dana fell in step beside Alex and took his hand. She leaned over close to his ear and whispered, “I’m worried.” Alex pressed her hand tightly and whispered back a few reassuring words. For some reason the dim corridor seemed to subdue the voice as well as the heart. Even Carberry had ceased muttering to himself.


    They were ushered into a vast, inky chamber. The robots left them and a door slid shut behind them. In the nearly palpable darkness, Dana slid nearer to Alex, and the professor struck up a shrill whistling to keep his courage up. As though beckoned by the unmusical notes, a light suddenly pierced the gloom. Searching the air like a spotlight, the beam swept the room and began to advance. Whatever it was attached to was lost in the darkness; in any case, the three were dazzled to the point of blindness by the sudden light.


    “What do you want?” a cranky voice interrupted the professor’s caterwauling. Alex began to reply, but stopped suddenly with a shiver. Although he’d heard plainly and had understood, not a word had been uttered. Whatever confronted them now had at least some degree of telepathic ability. Alex hoped it was very limited.


    “Limited enough,” the voice replied abruptly. “I can receive clearly only from the speech centers of your brain. If you can put it into words, I can hear it, but I wouldn’t dream of probing the rest of the dismal swamp you call a human mind. Yes, Dana, quite right. I am the First Model. And yes, I know what humans are. As the oldest sentient energy form on this planet, I know quite a lot.”


    Out of the gloom, an ancient robot emerged. Roughly the size and shape of a human’s body, shorn of arms and legs, it hung suspended in space. It was stained and marked, casting an indefinable aura of great age.


    It began to speak:


    “Long ago, in a time so ancient that it can be measured only in astronomical terms, I was manufactured by the great race that covered this planet with buildings and monuments. This world was merely an outpost of their galaxy-wide civilization. Never before or since has a species achieved so much—only to lose it all as time and decadence broke their strength. The records of those waning years are largely lost. Even I, spared through eons, retain only a few memories of the momentous disasters that spelled the end. War and dissension destroyed what was left.”


    The robot paused as though silently gauging their reaction. When it began to speak again, it started addressing the questions that were forming in all their minds.


    “I tell you this because I do not know how to help you. Yes, I know the history of your visit. But we did not abduct your friends. Let me explain. Once, this mighty network of planets was linked by a sophisticated system of teleportals. When the secret of that system was lost, a dark age descended over the galaxy. Evidently that system is in use once again, or you would not have found your way here. Who or what is operating it, I cannot say. Where they have taken your friends, I do not know. Why is an even greater mystery.”


    Alex was thinking furiously. If all that this ‘bot said was true…


    “It is, I assure you,” the machine said.


    Well, if so, the missing scientists’ destination must be in the ancient system itself. If there were only such a thing as a map!


    “There is no map, but there is a way.” From the robot’s tone, even Dana and Carberry could tell that something important was up.


    “A way,” Alex prompted. His companions fidgeted uneasily.


    “When the Ur civilization was in full flower,” the robot continued, “they built a planetary storehouse of information, a worldwide data bank in the center of the galaxy. There, I am sure, if it still exists, you will find the information you require.”


    Alex wasn’t sure, but he thought the old ‘bot was beginning to wheeze a bit. Maybe, he thought, it was time to hurry things along? “Well, then,” he urged, “let’s get to it.”


    Electronic innards beginning to creak audibly, the robot propelled itself unsteadily into their midst. “Now then, if you’ll all grab hold,” it said, “I think I can just manage. If my circuits hold…” With a mental grunt of effort that none of the three was ever able to describe adequately, the old, failing ‘bot did something—


    The universe screamed. Colors reeled. Sounds stank and Dana felt decidedly ill. With ajar, they landed in a jumble. Tall grasses waved in a gentle breeze all around them, and the sky shone a beautiful shade of pink.


    They were there. Somewhere.
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    “This doesn’t look like a Library Planet to me,” Dana announced querulously. “It looks like somebody’s overexposed safari snapshots.”


    Alex could tell that her quick trip into the high grass to disgorge her stomach had done her no lasting good. The robot was muttering to the world at large, “I can’t understand it,” and struggling to remain upright in the uncertain breeze. Alex had once again been bottom man, and he was now cautiously feeling sore spots scattered around his battered body. Only the professor was muttering contentedly in the brush, pocketing plant specimens and dissecting small vermin with his fingernail clippers.


    “What do we do now?” Dana asked of nobody in general. She looked about to cry.


    “There’s not much we can do except keep moving,” the ancient ‘bot replied. “I seem to detect electrical activity all around us, though it’s very faint. Under us too,” it puzzled. “Perhaps the computer installation is subterranean? In any event, please call me Poppy. That’s my name, and no one ever uses it.”


    The last sounded rather plaintive, and Dana wondered vaguely how a psionic robot managed to put emotion in its voice. With a start she realized that Poppy (how strange to be addressing a robot on a first-name basis!) was vocalizing.


    “All the better to be understood, my dear,” Poppy chuckled.


    Wearily, the little group got started. After some experimentation, it proved most efficient to send Poppy flying ahead to break the way through the tall grass. The rest followed in a tight wedge.


    There had been some heated discussion about the question of direction. After much bickering, which only the robot managed to avoid, Dana and the professor allowed that Alex hadn’t done a bad job so far. When he suggested that they keep the mounting sun on their left to avoid walking directly into its afternoon glare, they agreed gratefully. Simple expediency and a quick, aggressive mind ensured that the others would turn to Alex for the casual leadership they deemed necessary.


    As they marched along, they turned their thoughts to the sequence of events that had led them on this incredible journey.


    Their reveries were abruptly interrupted. An insignificant chirruping in the grass turned up the gain and mounted a wailing, chitinous roar that brought the company to a quick halt. The sound seemed to surround them, but it was only to the rear that the threatening song was accompanied by a peculiar crashing whine that the professor associated with bull elephants.


    “Christ!” Alex exclaimed. “What was that?”


    He was answered when a hairy pair of grey mandibles, fully a yard across, broke into the cleared path behind them. Alex grappled his charges ahead. With the robot in the lead breaking the thick grass aside, they made considerable speed, but the creature, whatever it was, had no difficulty keeping up. Its mandibles worked incessantly, parting the cane like a machete, and its multi-jointed legs clambered easily over the fallen grass. An insect, Alex moaned to himself.


    Suddenly a short, streamlined version of the creature darted out of the grass to their right and lunged at the straggling professor. His beard was savagely torn by its mandibles, and he fell beneath its scrabbling, scaled legs. With a savage cry, Dana threw herself on top of Carberry, gathering his frail body in her arms and rolling with him out from under the insect’s heavy shell.


    Alex shouted, “Get the old boy out of here. I’ll be along in a few minutes!” He wheeled on the smaller of the two insects and kicked it viciously in the depression under its mandibles. His foot made a sickening dent in the creature’s shell, and the air was suddenly redolent of formic acid. Ants! he thought grimly. They’re nothing but big ants!


    The smell seemed to infuriate the gathering pack. As Alex slipped back, determined to make his last moments count, three more of the creatures broke into the clearing. Lurching back, feeling his way with his left foot and an arm thrown behind him, Alex aimed another murderous blow at an advancing insect. The giant ant dodged and fended off the kick with a graceful motion of its head section. In that instant, Alex’s estimate of its intelligence rose considerably. He suddenly saw that they’d been neatly outflanked, outthought, outnumbered. The thought of cold intelligence lurking behind those insect eyes was revolting.


    Alex fought on, retreating into the brush and gradually leading the ants away from his comrades. Then the ground itself began to seethe beneath his feet, and he realized he’d been lured into a trap. He was near the creatures’ nest!


    For the second time, Alex was down, trapped in the loose, roiling soil. He started to curse, but choked on sand and the overpowering stench of formic acid. His eyes were streaming badly, but before he was completely blinded, he caught sight of a familiar figure, flying hellbent in his direction. Poppy! Alex felt a solid impact jar the ground beside him, and he rolled over to see the ‘bot grind its bulk into one of the ants’ carapaced faces. The blow spilt its shell, and sticky, sickening fluid spurted forth.


    The ‘bot flung itself into the fray like a dervish, and the air was soon filled with ant fragments. Crazed insects had been turned cannibal by the carnage and were devouring their fellows.


    Alex recovered his balance. “Poppy!” he shouted. “We’ve got to get out of here!”


    The ‘bot was busily crushing a particularly large and aggressive specimen into the soil; the creature’s body was burst in a dozen places and it was dying badly, waving its limbs drunkenly in a futile attempt to defend itself. “Come on!” Alex cried. “We’re going.” He grabbed at the ‘bot to emphasize his point and began hobbling off, dodging stray struggling insects until he reached the original clearing. There he was joined by Poppy. With a hint of pride in its mechanical voice the plucky ‘bot asked, “Are you all right?” Without waiting for a reply it continued, “If so, I’ve got something to show you.”


    Together the two warriors struggled back to their companions. The ‘bot was bouncing ahead and exclaiming aloud, “I was right all along!” Alex was too tired to ask what it meant.


    As they broke from the grass, Alex cried out in surprise. Dana and the professor were backed up against a steel-gray wall that towered overhead. The excited robot repeated to itself, “I was right all along.”


    With a wide grin on her face, Dana announced, “Welcome to the Library Planet.”
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    “After you pushed us ahead,” Dana was explaining, “we just kept running. The ‘bot was just turning back for you when the professor had a little accident. Didn’t you, prof?” Mutely, Carberry pointed to a rising welt on his forehead. “Ran straight into it,” Dana continued. “And here we are.”


    “Now all we have to do is get inside,” Alex said. “And fast!” he added with a look back over his shoulder. The roaring seemed to have subsided for the present, but he knew that he’d never forget his glimpse of cold, alien, insect intelligence. The memory made him shiver.


    When he recovered, he saw that his companions were chuckling softly. “What’s so funny?” he demanded irritably.


    “Alex doesn’t seem to understand,” Carberry commented to no one in particular.


    Poppy explained, “Don’t you see, Alex? We are inside—inside a zoo!”


    When he looked more carefully at the wall towering overhead, Alex saw that it was quite true; they were inside a huge, hemispherical cage. What he had thought was the sky was part of the wall.


    “I imagine that all this was meant to keep those brutes back there safely locked up,” he remarked. “Incredible that this should be preserved all these thousands of years. But where is the door?”


    Poppy quickly supplied the answer by rising several hundred feet and surveying the perimeter. An open portal could be found only a half-mile away. By skirting the edge of the grass and keeping their backs to the wall, they found it. Unfortunately, so had the ants.


    The area around the portal was littered by their refuse. The door led not to an outside, but to a dark and seemingly endless network of corridors.


    At the entrance to the subterranean world, the four paused to consider their next move. Through the portal, darkened corridors echoed with the steady drip of water. Above the echoes could be heard the faint chirrup of the ant-creatures, but from which direction it was impossible to tell. When Alex stepped into the corridor, he turned to trace his way up toward the surface of the planet. No one argued this time; none of them wanted to go deeper.


    Alex led, his way lit from behind by the useful robot. Carberry and Dana clambered after him. Their strenuous escape had drained the old professor, and he leaned heavily on Dana’s arm. For her part, Dana was desperately trying to conceal her fear and disgust of the ant-creatures.


    They were evidently in some sort of zoological wing of the huge Library Planet. They passed vast chambers filled with hot sand and burning suns, supporting languid reptiles; a jungle habitat held a creature that was disturbingly manlike in appearance, but when Dana tried to coax it closer, it screeched and ran off on all fours; when they opened one door, Alex nearly fell into a pool of dark, viscous liquid—a full mile across the huge space, a small arid island dotted the indoor sea; still another chamber was dark, fetid, and damp—either the life-support system had failed, or whatever was supposed to make its home here preferred mold and filth to green grass and cleansing waters.


    In all their search, they found not one other chamber open to the corridors. This puzzled Alex and worried him. Had the portal to the ant-chamber been left open by accident? Or had it been opened by the creatures themselves? Meanwhile, hints of echoes suggested that the group was being followed. Alex resolved to get to the surface as quickly as possible.


    “We haven’t a chance of finding this map-thing,” Dana was complaining. “We could search for centuries, and never even leave this section of the planet.”


    Carberry agreed. “Very unscientific approach, if I do say so. What we need to do is locate the equivalent of a card catalogue. No other way through all this.”


    They were right, Alex thought, but for the moment his primary concern was keeping them alive. Those noises were getting louder. In a subdued murmur, Poppy was signaling his attention. “Don’t vocalize,” the ‘bot was saying. “I don’t think the others should hear this. The ant-creatures are no more than ten or fifteen minutes away. I can’t read their minds, but I can detect their presence.”


    “Any suggestions?”


    “I don’t think we’re too far from the surface. I suggest we make a run for it.”


    Too late to do anything else, Alex was broadcasting back—when he caught a whiff of the dreaded formic scent. Breaking into speech, he shouted, “Run!” And the three humans, with Poppy bringing up the rear, scattered down the corridor in a blind, headlong panic.


    In the distance, echoing obscenely in the closed halls, the ant’s chitinous chirrup mounted again into a shrill scream of frenzy. The chase was on.


    Assisted only intermittently by the robot’s light, Alex led them always up. They passed a thousand closed doors concealing—what? Alex feared that the answer to the Croatan mystery was lost behind one of them. Still they ran on, toward whatever sun lit this planet from above.


    At first, Alex thought he’d simply become accustomed to the darkness. Then, with a start, he realized that light was creeping into the corridors from somewhere up ahead. Yelling “Come on,” he rallied the others for one final try. Poppy remained in the rear, making swipes at the most aggressive ants.


    Without warning they emerged from the corridors into a room more immense than any of the bio-habitats had been. Overhead a great transparent canopy stretched across the real sky!


    “Look!” Dana yelled, pointing far across the room. Carberry and Alex followed her gaze and broke into grins. What they saw was a museum exhibit. And what a sweet and beautiful exhibit it was—of unfamiliar design, but unmistakably a spaceship!


    Poppy caught up just as ant-creatures poured out of the passageway. It was going to be close, but Alex felt a weight lifted from his shoulders. For the first time in hours, he thought they had a fighting chance!


    Dana reached the spaceship first and spent several precious moments trying to figure out the port controls. Carberry wheezed up and said in his most maddening and befuddled tone, “No, my dear, not like that; like this.” So saying, he manipulated some gadgets and levers and the airlock swung open.


    Dana grabbed the old man by the ears and kissed him solidly on the lips. “I love you, Prof,” she gurgled, and pushed him ahead of her into the ship’s unlit interior. Trailing behind, Alex and Poppy leapt inside and closed the hatch just in time.


    The sound of the ants clambering up the ship’s sides was clearly audible.


    Inside, Poppy and the professor succeeded in getting the lights on while Alex looked over the ship’s controls.


    Through the ship’s portholes, Dana watched the ants seethe to and fro on the planet floor below. There were thousands of them now, and more were issuing from the entry portals that ringed the room. We’ll never get a chance to make a break for it, she realized. What about food, water? Worried, she took her fears to Alex.


    “We’ll just have to raise ship and hope for the best,” he said.


    “But what about the data we need from the planetary memory bank?”


    “There’s no help for it, we’ll have to move this thing. Maybe we can put down somewhere else on the planet and try again.”


    Not a bit reassured, Dana was turning back to the port when the deck beneath them gave a mighty heave. She lost her balance and careened around the room. Alex was shouting, and from deep in the ship, Carberry and Poppy could be heard cursing each other in the engine room. Regaining her balance, Dana worked her way over to the port. Outside, she could see the ants clambering over each other to rock the ship in concerted effort.


    “Another few heaves and I think they’ll have us on our side, Alex! Can you fly this thing?”


    “I’m about to try! Get Carberry and the ‘bot out of the control room and strapped down. And get up here next to me—I’m going to need a copilot.”


    The ship was swaying wildly now. When the whole company was squared away, Alex fingered the alien switches and instructed Dana to warn him if several light indicators showed yellow. Hand poised over a knob, waiting for a lull in the rocking motion, Alex looked absorbed, yet calm. He looks happy, Dana mused as the engines caught with a roar and the ship lifted off.


    Beneath them, the enclosed space became an inferno, a furnace filled with thousands of ant-creatures. With a mighty shock the small craft broke through the canopy and pierced the atmosphere.


    Below, glinting in sunlight, the Library Planet diminished—a round metallic ball, an artificial world. Ahead? Alex wondered, and despaired.

  


  
    


    8.


    


    If they went back, they could be almost certain of defeat. The Library Planet was too large, too complex to yield its secret to a handful of adventurers. If they continued on, their mission seemed certainly lost, and perhaps their lives as well, among the stars. Their conference ended, unresolved and depressing. Tentatively, they decided to wait while Poppy and the professor investigated the ship more thoroughly. Despite his seat-of-the-pants success in getting the ship off the ground, Alex had no real idea how the vessel flew.


    “I’d guess we’re being powered by the Groban-Fischer Effect,” the professor posited. “It hasn’t been quite worked out yet on Earth, but the theory is sound and it would account for our odd Doppler shift.” Though familiar with the culture that had built the ship eons before, the ‘bot was no more help. “Whatever powers this thing,” it observed, “our main task is to discover how to steer it.”


    “And where,” Dana interjected.


    The newly formed crew settled down to a steady routine of sleep and ship’s chores. There was much of the former and little of the latter. It was difficult caring for a vessel no one understood. Alex worried unceasingly about his father, the missing colonists, and their failure on the Library Planet. Dana suffered the same pangs; also, her stomach was growling. Not since the robot-world had they had a square meal.


    The professor, though, was in his element. Like a small boy just learning that alarm clocks and toasters came apart, he was toying, fiddling, exclaiming with delight over the inner workings of the spaceship. The ‘bot was ever at his side, the perfect assistant, knowing no hunger.


    The second morning out, the professor broke in on Alex and Dana, muttering excitedly. Any interruption of their endless games of tic-tac-toe was welcome, and they made space for him on the control room floor.


    “I’ve got it!” Carberry exclaimed with some pride.


    “Got what?” Dana asked.


    “I’ve discovered how to operate the drive. We can go anywhere we want!”


    “You mean back to Earth,” Alex corrected.


    The professor gave him a concerned look and repeated himself. “I said anywhere we want. The unit’s incredible. A complete library of coordinates in a chip the size of your thumb. I’ve set a course for Croatan.”


    Alex sat up. “It had a listing for Croatan?”


    “That’s right,” Carberry replied. “A star system with four significant planetary bodies; two gas giants, two that could be Earthlike. That’s all we’ll know until we get there sometime tomorrow night.”


    Alex looked at Dana with a new light in his eye and new animation in his face. Sitting by her side on the steel cabin floor, he reached out and hugged her to his side. The professor looked on approvingly as he quietly let himself out of the cabin.


    Alex murmured, “I love you, Dana; I think I have from the start.” She whispered back, “Me too.” Leaning forward, Alex offered her a kiss. Then they scrambled for their seats at the control board.


    “We should be approaching the Croatan system now,” Carberry observed, returning with Poppy. Three faces and the robot’s orbs strained to catch sight of their destination in the deep black beyond the viewport.


    “There it is!” Dana exclaimed as a bright jewel of a sun swung into view. She reached out and grasped Alex’s hand in her excitement.


    Quickly the sun grew in size; automatically a polarized visor slid over the port. With the glare reduced, Alex was able to spy the first of the gas giants. No life there, he thought to himself. At least no Earth-type life.


    With incredible speed they swung wide through the alien system. Calculating their trajectory, the professor determined that their goal was the second planet. It was still invisible to the naked eye, but the ship’s instruments registered its presence. The other gas giant passed into view, and at that moment, almost imperceptibly the ship shuddered as the drive was extinguished. Conventional piloting would deliver them to their destination.


    Alex took the controls. He planned to place the ship in orbit around the second planet and search for a likely landing area. As he began maneuvering, a warning siren filled the control room. Alex searched the board but nothing seemed amiss. It was Dana who located the source of their trouble. Over the keening siren she yelled to Alex, “Interceptors!” Through the port, Alex caught sight of the ugly, needle-nosed missiles straining in their direction.


    They could only have been launched from the second planet, he realized.


    “Dana, grab the controls!” In a moment he was across the control room, grappling a heavy protective cover off a small control panel. He flicked a switch and the panel glowed with brilliant light. Their ship was armed!


    Gritting his teeth, Alex maneuvered the joystick until he caught the missiles on his scope. Wincing once, he got off a burst of laser fire. Over his shoulder he called back to Dana, “Hold steady until I give the order, then dive straight into them!”


    As he pressed off bursts of light energy, Alex’s feet beat a staccato rhythm on the ship’s steel flooring. One, then two of the approaching missiles exploded violently, without a sound, in space. Two of the others were thrown off course and reeled away toward the sun. Four to go, Alex thought grimly.


    “Now!”


    Braced as he was, the sudden change in direction was still violent. Alex hung in a sweat from his harness, intent on the astro-sights. The missiles were close now, very close. He squeezed off a volley that should catch them just beyond the ship’s safety perimeter. If any should get through…


    The thought remained unfinished as space erupted into a volcanic nuclear fury. Dana managed to skirt the fireball, but the tiny craft was battered and tossed like a matchstick in the shock waves.


    In her last moment of consciousness, Dana slapped the ship on course for the second planet. Alex watched the last of the missiles consume itself, then he too succumbed to the darkness. They were headed into their enemy’s backyard, whether they liked it or not!


    


    Waking was brutal. Worse, Alex thought, than the battle itself. With dismay, he realized that the throbbing hum of the engines was silenced. The steady purr of the ship’s respiratory system was gone. Either their craft was derelict, or…


    He jumped to the port and gazed out incredulously over a vast arena, crowded with people and other beings. Dana woke and stood beside him, dazed. In the bowels of the ship he could hear the ‘bot reviving the professor. Steeling himself, and gripping Dana’s hand for support, Alex turned from the port and went to greet the new arrivals.


    The airlock was cycling.


    Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t what walked through the lock. Beside him, Dana clung to his shoulder in astonishment.


    All three were humanoid, but none ran to Earth norm. One had no face—simply a sticky-looking flap of skin where its features should be. Alex guessed it obtained nourishment by some sort of parasitic osmosis, but how did it see, hear, or smell?


    Another was less revolting, but no less inhuman. It looked feline, but that may have been its shocking pink coloration. Its features were in the right order, but they had a strangely modeled look, as though they were sculpted on.


    The third was horsy, with a long equine face and slimy buck teeth. None wore any clothing. It was the “horse” that spoke first.


    “Commander Harrison?”


    So they could talk. Good. Alex began by denying the title.


    “But you are in command?” The horse sounded puzzled. When Alex replied, “Sort of…” the horse continued with more assurance.


    “Welcome to the Council of the Thousand Species. You have been spared to join others of your species, now on trial, in the Arena.”


    “On trial!” the two humans gasped.


    “Assuredly. Now, if your companions are ready, we will proceed.” The horse sounded most urbane as he gestured to the open portal behind him. Carberry and the ‘bot had emerged to hear the end of the alien’s edict. The professor’s jaw hung open.


    The horse stamped its lower left extremity. A half-dozen smaller versions of his species rushed inside and made short work of hustling the humans out. The robot was something of a puzzle, but the three aliens conferred privately for a moment and included him in the roundup.


    The airlock cycled behind them. They were on the surface of Croatan.


    They were ushered out of the arena and into a compound fitted out for humans. Abandoned there, they stood in a tight huddle until Dana observed a large structure in one corner of the paddock. Alex observed wryly that on Croatan, humans and livestock seemed to have switched places. It was a humbling thought.


    Slowly the foursome made their way across the compound. As they neared the structure, the sounds of humans were unmistakable. With quickened stride, they nearly fell over one another trying to reach the door and get inside.


    Inside, the babble was tremendous. Rows of crude tables filled with food accommodated the motleyest crew of human beings any of them had ever seen. Still, these were humans and something in all their hearts lifted as they watched the commotion.


    From a far corner a voice cried, “Alex! Alex Harrison?” In a moment the three humans and their robot companion were ushered to a table and surrounded by excited friends and acquaintances from Pluto. The colonists seemed eager to tell their stories.


    “Rounded up like cattle,” one said. Another complained, “No warning, no explanation, just shoved through that damned teleportal.”


    A woman interrupted, “Perhaps it would be better if we told our story from the beginning.”


    Hearing no objections, she began: “It was during night shift that we were attacked. We were gassed, most of us in our sleep. By the time we began coming to, half of us had already been teleported here. The other half stood by helplessly while we watched the base destroyed. It was a grisly sight, believe me. I overheard our captors mention Croatan. It was the only clue I could leave. I concealed a laser pistol and burned a message into the rock where the base had stood. After that, we were all delivered here. This Council has access to a time machine of some sort, and humans are gathered in this room from periods all through history. Virginia Dare of the Roanoke colony, the crew of the Marie Celeste, pilots missing from the so-called Devil’s Triangle, the crew of an ancient Greek trading vessel, a hundred others. But no one, you understand, from a time or place in our future. We seem to be the end of the line, for some reason.”


    “Why are we here?” asked Dana.


    “This Council, evidently the ruling body of our galaxy, fears us. Our progress has been too swift. Humanity is on trial here today. Your father, Alex, and a few others are now pleading mankind’s case.”


    “My father!” Alex cried. “He’s alive?”


    “Oh! I’m sorry, you couldn’t have known, could you? Yes, your father was delivered here by that Admiral Haigg—a kind of interstellar infiltrator. He’s a member of an alien species that bears enough resemblance to humans to pass. Though I understand you had your doubts,” she reflected.


    “In any case, that’s the story in a nutshell. On your father’s persuasiveness, humanity lives or dies tomorrow! For the moment, all of us guinea pigs here have chosen to eat, drink, and be merry.”


    The woman’s words stirred in Alex an incredible complexity of emotion. Mankind might die tomorrow, but his relief at hearing that his father was alive today was unbounded. He inquired quickly how he could get to see his dad.


    “Can’t be done,” the woman replied. “Not until the whole thing’s over.”


    Dana, clinging to Alex’s shoulder, could feel his heart beating. The gleam in his eye had prepared her when he turned his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Get the others together somewhere outside. And quietly.”


    Without a word, Dana complied. She’d learned to trust in Alex’s judgment. A few minutes later the little group was assembled in a far corner of the yard. Alex issued his instructions clearly and calmly. “Poppy,” he started, “we need one more teleportation from you. That’s all I’m asking. Professor, I’m going to need your cooperation. We’re going to beam right into the council chamber. Before we leave, Poppy will drop you over the wall. I want you to make your way back to our ship and get her warmed up. We’re going to break out of here and take as many of these people as possible. But first I have to get my father. Dana is coming with me.”


    The professor nodded and looked pleased to be able to help. In a few moments, Poppy and Alex had worked out the council chamber’s coordinates from what he had learned from the woman. With a last searching look into both their eyes, Alex saw that the professor and Dana were ready. Carberry shook hands with Alex and clasped Dana briefly to his narrow chest. Then he stepped back and grasped the robot tightly. In a few moments the two were airborne and over the wall. A few short seconds later, the ‘bot was back. It reported that the professor was on his way.


    Poppy began whirring noisily. Lurching, it managed to call, “Hang on tight,” and was off. The universe dropped away, and Alex and Dana fell through the sky.


    And through the ceiling.


    As they pulled themselves together on the floor of the council chamber, Dana couldn’t help but shed a few tears. Between the two of them, the plucky robot who had wanted to be called Poppy lay in a shattered heap. The last jump had been too much for it.


    Alex pulled Dana to her feet and placed his arm around her. Together they faced the three aliens from the ship. Without the robot’s help, Alex thought desperately, the rest was impossible.


    “Ah.” The horse, as urbane as ever, made a sweeping gesture of welcome. “A most opportune visitation. We have a treat in store. We are about to view the disciplining of your little planet. Is that the gist of it, Dr. Harrison?”


    “I’m afraid so,” a tired voice replied from the back of the room. Alex wheeled around in time to see his father brutally shoved forward. Propelling him from behind was the traitorous Admiral Haigg.


    “Dad!” he cried.


    “Alex?” was the bewildered reply. “What are you doing here?” It hurt Alex to look at his father. The proud scientist was now a broken man. His eyes were cloudy, his voice dull and listless. Ill treatment or strain had done what Alex would never have believed possible—robbed the man of his dignity and mantle of competence.


    Hot tears started in his eyes. “Dad, are you all right?” He started across the room.


    “Does it matter now?” the horse creature interrupted sardonically. “Your execution and that of all your kind is imminent. Your species has been tried and found guilty.”


    “Guilty!” Dr. Harrison cried out. A little of the old energy crept into his voice as he threw his captor’s words back in contempt. “Guilty for living, you mean. And tried by a culture so decadent and so old that it doesn’t remember what life is! A kangaroo court and a horse for a jailer. You revolt me.”


    “Tried and found guilty,” the horse repeated. “We’ve assembled a thousand representatives of your species here, from the inception of your kind to the present. You’ve been tried by the only meaningful criterion—your usefulness to us—and you’ve been found to be useless. When a species is too stubborn or vicious to train, it is exterminated! You will be exterminated.” The creature turned its attention to a large viewscreen set into the wall of the chamber. Beckoning to Haigg, it continued, “If you will do the honors, Hrlock?” The name was alien and guttural in Alex’s ears.


    The creature that was Haigg reached into his jersey and pulled out a small control device that caused the screen to glow with a bright green light. As the screen slowly resolved into focus, Alex could see that the light was cast by a pleasingly verdant planet as seen from space. He could just make out the continents… Earth!


    Haigg spoke up now. “As you see, your home planet! And I can destroy it all by pressing this little button. As a poet of yours so aptly observed, ‘Some say the world will end in fire.’ An amusing conceit.” His finger poised over the device. “And now for the fireworks…”


    With a roar of rage, Dr. Harrison launched himself at Haigg. The tackle threw them both to the floor. Dropping the control device, Haigg went for his lasergun. With a savage motion he broke the doctor’s hold and squeezed off a burst at point-blank range.


    The room seemed to explode with a brilliant blue-white light. Haigg fell back, stunned, and Alex’s father lay caught in a terrible, searing tableau at his feet. Alex rushed to his father in an agony of emotion while Dana swung a roundhouse blow at the partially blinded admiral. The blow connected, and the imposter groped at his face, the gun dropping from his hand. Dana snatched the weapon and fired off a quick flurry of shots. Haigg sank slowly to his knees and then collapsed to the floor. Sticky-face and Pinky were caught in mid-retreat and joined him in the eerily lit tableau. Overhead, the screen pulsed with a final glow and darkened.


    On the floor, Alex was cradling his father’s head in his lap. When the final light from the screen faded, the dying man’s eyes seemed to hold the glow a few moments longer. He said, “Don’t give up, son…” Then he was gone.


    As emotionless and immobile as before, the horse-being surveyed the scene. Over him stood Dana with a smoking lasergun in her hand.


    “Alex?” Her voice was full of sympathy, but her words were insistent. “We’ve got to get moving. We still have all those people in the compound to look after. You…” She prodded Horsy in the side. “Which way is our ship?”


    “You’ll never make it, you know.”


    “I know you’ll be lying here dead if you don’t come up with some answers fast! Alex, come on!”


    Slowly he rested his father’s head on the floor and stood up. One last, lingering look, and he turned away. Don’t give up, his father had said. Well, he wouldn’t. Dana would never let him. He joined her, and together they marched Horsy out of the room. With a hostage, they might have a chance of getting back to the ship.


    Their journey back was uneventful. Twice they were stopped at checkpoints, but a tickle in his side reminded Horsy to be helpful. Once they mounted a public conveyance, a sort of taxi on rails, where, in the privacy of a cabin, Alex wept for the first time since the horrible scene in the council chamber. Earth and all her billions were gone forever, but the loss was too immense to register. Alex wept for his father. Dana wept for them both, and for Poppy.


    They boarded the ship without a hitch. Carberry was overjoyed to see them, but when neither Alex nor Dana mentioned the ‘bot or Alex’s father, his face fell. Like them, he took the news of Earth’s destruction calmly. There were no emotions adequate to the task.


    Carberry scurried down to the engine room. Alex and Dana fastened their prisoner securely to an acceleration seat and set about lifting off.


    With a familiar wrench they were airborne. Alex turned the controls over to Dana, and fastened himself into the weapons console. Dana built up speed and began circling the alien city. At its center was the arena and the human compound. But first they planned to cause as much confusion and destruction as possible.


    As Dana was making her sweeps, Alex was riding his joystick. Ranks of buildings suddenly burst into flame below them. Alex was aiming for anything, as long as the targets held out. The city was plump and easy. Never had he taken such a fierce joy in destroying. Those weren’t people down there, or even aliens, but simply his father’s murderers.


    A hot wind fanned the conflagration. Firestorm! Everywhere Dana looked, the city was exploding in flames. Whole buildings went up without the assistance of Alex’s laser fire. The heat in the streets must be terrible, she thought. It was now or never, if they were going to rescue the colonists.


    Wheeling the spaceship around, Dana headed for the center of the city and the human compound. Behind her she heard a final blast from the lasergun, then Alex was at her side.


    “They have enough to keep them busy for the moment down there,” he said. “But we’d better pick up the people in the compound right away. And then make a brief pass over the teleportation station.”


    “Do you think that’s necessary?” Dana asked.


    “Do we have a choice?” Alex demanded. “While creatures like him”—he gestured over his shoulder at Horsy—“can roam the galaxy, no civilization is safe. No, we’ll blow it up, and this world, at least, will be in for a long dark age.”


    Below them, the compound swung into view. Dotting its yard, matchstick figures could be seen, trapped in the midst of a holocaust. Alex took the controls and set the ship down gently in front of the long dining hall, while Dana helped the professor open the cargo doors.


    It was only a matter of minutes before the last human survivor was loaded on board. Many had never seen a spaceship, but none had to be persuaded to leave this terrible world and the fire that was enveloping the city. When the last human boarded, Alex motioned Dana to his side and said, “Will you see our hostage safely out the door?”


    “With pleasure,” Dana replied. They exchanged a small smile and she hurried off to perform her duty. Horsy was dropped from the airlock from fifteen feet up. Dana hoped his dignity, if not his person, suffered some bruising.


    With a familiar roar, they were off the ground. In a moment they were circling the teleportation station, and it was rapidly reduced to smoking rubble. They hung above the ruined city for one last look—and then Alex punched a course for the stars.


    It was time to look for a new home.
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